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Rebelling women tea workers in India form their own union
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This is a RadioLabour news update recorded on Tuesday, October 20, 2015. I'm Marc Belanger.
Rebelling women tea workers in India form their own union
A September strike by thousands of women tea workers in India has prompted the creation of a new union to represent the workers. RadioLabour’s senior correspondent C. Marie Ainsborough reports.

[The women tea plant workers in southern India who went on strike for nine days in September have formed their own union and are planning to contest local elections. 

The workers have elected one of their September strike leaders as the president of the new union. Lissie Sunny told the media that the decision to create a new union was accelerated when the established unions called a strike of their own and then refused to have representatives of the women’s strike at the bargaining table. 

The established unions ended their 17 day strike by agreeing to an increase in the quota of picked tea leaves and to a wage increase lower than the women were demanding. The women weren’t even allowed into the bargaining sessions. 

The thousands of women tea pickers started their unauthorized strike in response to a cut in their annual bonus – a cut that was agreed to by the established union leaders. 

Ms Sunni explained that the women plan their family expenses in expectation of the bonuses. But this year the bonus was cut with the agreement of the established unions and without consulting the women. The resulting nine-day strike by the women tea workers eventually reinstated part of the bonus. 

The major plantation where the women work is controlled by the giant multinational Tata. However the plantation – the Kanan Devan Tea Company – is a worker-owned co-operative that was established when the original company declared bankruptcy a few years ago. The result, according to Ms Sunny, has been that the union leaders and managers have became almost indistinguishable. The union leaders, she says, were given free homes and schooling for their children as a way of buying them off. 

Ms Sunny says the women expect to have their union formally recognized in the next few weeks. 

This is C. Marie Ainsborough reporting for RadioLabour.]
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And that’s it. International labour news you can use. Follow us on Twitter @radiolabour.  I’m Marc Belanger. Thank you for listening. And remember: it’s all about global solidarity.

